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Trauma is not something the untrained eye can see; it can be described as a silent issue, 
but the effects of trauma are seen in society. Research about trauma has focused on the 
perspective of the student and not the interaction between the teacher and the student. 
The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to explore classroom teachers’ 
perceptions and experiences with addressing students’ trauma-related behavior. The 
theoretical foundation was trauma theory. Data were collected through questionnaires and 
in-person interviews with teachers and administrators who work in Southwest 
Pennsylvania. There were a total of 13 participants. Descriptive coding was used to 
identify themes. During the descriptive coding process, a descriptive word was given to a 
thought or observation so that similar ideas and concepts could later be combined. 
Multiple rounds of coding were conducted. Once codes were applied to the transcripts, 
categories were determined. The codes that emerged determined the categories. If 
needed, subcategories were applied. Once the categories were identified, themes were 
identified that represented the larger ideas behind the codes and categories. Results 
indicated that all teachers encountered trauma, external behaviors were more likely to be 
noticed, teachers needed to structure their day based on the possibility of triggering a 
student, and there was no consistent response to trauma. Findings may be used to help 
students perform better in school, which will benefit students, parents, teachers, 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 
Childhood trauma, whether it be physical, sexual, or emotional abuse, is 
experienced by two thirds of U.S. children under the age of 18 (Plumb, Kelly, Bush, & 
Kersevich, 2016). In 2012, U.S. state and local Child Protective Services estimated that 
686,000 children experienced abuse (as cited in Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention [CDC], 2014). Of that 686,000, 78% of the abuse was from neglect, 18% was 
physical, 9% was sexual, and 11% was various types of emotional abuse. These forms of 
abuse often lead to difficulties in learning and cognitive deficits, which also need to be 
considered when assessing a child’s ability to learn (Lansing, Plante, Golshan, Fennema-
Notestine, & Thuret, 2017). Such trauma also manifests in the classroom by negatively 
affecting students’ behavior and the ability to pay attention, and influences whether they 
can retain the subject matter (Mendelson, O’Brennan, Leaf, Ialongo, & Tandon, 2015). 
According to Iachini, Petiwala, and DeHart (2016), children who have experienced 
trauma are more likely to drop out of high school, which often leads to unemployment, 
becoming part of the criminal justice system, and health consequences.  
The dropout rate is particularly relevant because, in the United States, 90% of 
students attend some type of public education institution (Plumb et al., 2016). Students 
who require mental health services during school hours are provided with this service by 
the school or outside agencies. Because many Americans have experienced trauma early 
in their lives and attend a public education institution, this environment is a logical 




addressing the specific trauma early in a person’s life is helpful, and one approach could 
be by school counselors who are prepared to provide this type of intervention.  
Background 
School psychologists work with classroom teachers in a cooperative fashion to 
help students who have experienced trauma acclimate to the classroom. School 
psychologists often give teachers feedback on a student’s mental health (Alisic, 2012). To 
assist the psychologist, teachers must understand different perspectives of trauma 
(Alisic). It is important to researchers to understand teacher perspectives and 
relationships with students who have suffered from trauma (Plumb et al., 2016). Alisic 
(2012) found that although some teachers felt comfortable with their skills and that their 
school provided a supportive environment, most felt they could be trained better to 
provide trauma interventions. Alisic also identified that teachers were confused as to 
when their role as a teacher stopped and when the role of a mental health worker started.  
The teacher-student relationship is necessary for learning, and even more 
important for students who have experienced trauma. Teachers who are properly trained 
understand that misbehavior in the classroom has multiple reasons, and one of those is 
that the student has had some type of emotional, sexual, or physical trauma in their lives 
(Cavanaugh, 2016). Schools can begin the healing process by providing safety and 
stability. When a student feels safe, the positive relationship building can take place 
(Cavanaugh, 2016). A student will not be able to build a relationship with a teacher if 
they feel they are in danger of being retraumatized (Cavanaugh, 2016). Schools that 




pullout interventions (Mendelson et al., 2015). Mendelson et al. (2015) implemented a 
12-week intervention with a group of students, and teachers reported an improvement in 
students’ behavior and academics.  
Understanding trauma behaviors from teachers’ perspectives would help not only 
students, teachers, and administrators, but everyone involved in assisting the student in 
graduating from high school. Lelli (2014) explained that, by understanding trauma, 
teachers can implement practices that reduce interference with the student’s education. 
Ehrenhalt (2016) noted that the understanding of trauma has begun to shift from 
traditional discipline methods to that of restorative justice. Instead of ending the 
misbehavior at the traditional form of disciplines such as detention, in-school suspension, 
or out-of-school suspension, the student is given the ability to process what they did 
wrong (Ehrenhalt, 2016). Implementing the social change of a restorative circle could 
provide students with the opportunity to discuss the incident and understand why their 
behavior was not appropriate (Ehrenhalt, 2016). 
Previous studies have focused on how trauma interconnects with school but have 
not addressed the teacher’s perspective. There is a lack of research and training to support 
teachers’ ability to address trauma in the classroom (Alvarez, 2017). There is also a lack 
of research on the school-wide approach despite the considerable data indicating the 
effect of trauma on a student’s education (Tishelman, Haney, O’Brien, & Blaustein, 
2010). Teachers are required to provide an education to a wide array of students 
including those who have experienced trauma, attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder, 




regulation skills (Brunzell, Stokes, & Waters, 2016). Teachers need the most specific and 
up-to-date information available to be effective.  
However, there is a gap in the research involving trauma and perspectives 
(Alvarez, 2017). The current study filled a research gap by focusing on how teachers 
address trauma misbehavior in their classroom. The areas I assessed to understand 
teacher perceptions were challenging behavior, beliefs about challenging behavior, 
confidence in the ability to address challenging behavior, effects of challenging behavior, 
and strategies for addressing challenging behaviors.  
Problem Statement 
Most school-related trauma interventions focus on the individual, not the 
interaction between the student and teacher (McConnico, Boynton-Jarrett, Bailey, & 
Nandi, 2016). The importance of the teacher’s role is in assisting the student to build 
resilience, which is often overlooked (Wolmer et al., 2016). There needs to be a focus on 
the relationship between teacher and student because a strong relationship is needed to 
build resilience (Masten & Coatsworth, as cited in Dray et al., 2017). Resilience is an 
important protective factor because it assists the mind-body in responding to the 
perceived threat or harm (Leitch, 2017). Often the children who experience maltreatment 
do not have a strong relationship with a parent because the perpetrators are 80.3% 
parents, 6.1% relatives other than the parent, and 4.2% the paramour of the parent (CDC, 
2014). Resilience-building interventions are important for children to develop coping 




Daily resilience-based programs have been shown to be effective in addressing 
trauma (Dray et al., 2017), but the problem is education establishments often lack a 
trauma-informed approach to those experiencing trauma symptoms, and do not offer 
trauma intervention training to teachers (Anderson, Blitz, & Saastamoinen, 2015). 
Teachers need to be aware of students’ internal and external symptoms of trauma 
(Lansing et al., 2017). Internal symptoms include a student being withdrawn, depressed, 
or showing signs of anxiety, and external symptoms are being disruptive, aggressive, and 
attention seeking (Lansing et al., 2017). Resilience building is targeted toward both types 
of symptoms (Dray et al., 2017).  
Behavior problems in the classroom prohibit teachers from conveying the course 
content (Crosby, Day, Baroni, & Somers, 2015). The misbehavior of the student should 
not be the only action gaining attention (Goodman & West-Olatunji, 2010). Incorporating 
more entities such as family members, school staff members, or community resources has 
been shown to be effective in reducing misbehavior in the classroom (Kline, 2016). 
Incorporating a whole-school trauma-informed approach prevents the trauma-afflicted 
youth from feeling singled out (Dray et al., 2017).  
Although research regarding trauma illustrated important findings pertaining to 
students who have experienced trauma, I found no studies on teachers’ perceptions of 
students who have experienced trauma, the relationship of trauma and a student’s 
behavior in the classroom, or the application of trauma intervention methods to assist 




perceptions of their comfort levels in addressing trauma-related misbehavior in the 
classroom (see Goodman & West-Olatunji, 2010). 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to explore classroom teachers’ 
perceptions and experiences with addressing trauma-related behavior and interventions in 
the classroom among students who have experienced trauma in Southwest Pennsylvania. 
Date were collected through questionnaires and optional follow-up in-person individual 
interviews with teachers and administrators pertaining to their perceptions, teaching 
styles, and responses to students. Participants were invited to participate in the 
questionnaire via email. Baum et al. (2013) explained that building on the knowledge that 
teachers already have is vital in creating interventions that are sustainable. Understand 
the need for trauma training requires examination of intervention techniques being used 
in the classroom, how they are used, and their effectiveness in assisting the child.  
Research Question 
What are the perceptions and experiences of teachers in addressing trauma-related 
behavior and interventions in the classroom among students who have experienced 
trauma in rural school districts in Pennsylvania?  
Conceptual Framework 
Trauma theory was introduced by Herman (1992) and focused on hyperarousal, 
intrusion, and constriction (Zaleski, Johnson, & Klein, 2016). Chapter 2 contains a 
detailed explanation of Herman’s trauma theory. An inclusive definition of trauma as it 




the event is physically or emotionally damaging to the individual, and there is a lasting 
effect that interferes with an individual’s quality of life (Revital, 2017). Trauma theory 
focuses on the world a person has built around themselves based on terror (Meyers, 
2016). Trauma theory can be viewed as the lens to see an individual’s fractured 
interpersonal relationships (Meyers, 2016). This theory aligned with my research 
question to examine whether teachers have been professionally trained in trauma and the 
importance of the interpersonal relationship with their students.  
The conceptual basis for this study was trauma-informed care (TIC). The most 
used TIC model was created by Harris and Fallot in 2001 (as cited in Hales, Nochajski, & 
Kusmaul, 2017). The model consists of safety, trustworthiness, choice, collaboration, and 
empowerment. Dray et al. (2017) explained that a crucial concept of TIC is implementing 
resilience building in the classroom. A factor of building resilience that was identified by 
Masten and Coatsworth (as cited in Dray et al., 2017) is a child having a strong 
relationship with a parent. If that relationship is not available, then having a bond with 
another adult is necessary to form a healthy attachment. Second, good cognitive ability 
plays a role in positive academic behavior. Finally, self-regulation skills are needed to 
balance the trauma effects (Plumb et al., 2016).  
These findings were validated when The Complex Trauma Task Force of the 
National Child Traumatic Stress Network (as cited in Plumb et al., 2016) published 
similar findings and created the attachment, self-regulation, and competency intervention 
(ARC). Hodgdon, Kinniburgh, Gabowitz, Blaustein, and Spinazzola (2013) explained the 




segment does not apply only to the child but also to the adults in their lives (Hodgdon et 
al., 2013). The R in ARC represents self-regulation. A child demonstrates self-regulation 
when they can cope with external and internal stressors (Hodgdon et al., 2013). Finally, 
competency is exhibited when a child can navigate through expected developmental 
milestones (Hodgdon et al., 2013). Plumb et al. (2016) explained that the ARC 
intervention aims to build secure attachments, improve self-regulation strategies, and 
grow competencies in multiple areas of life for children of all ages. The ARC framework 
aligns with trauma theory as it builds on the identified area of trauma (Hodgdon et al., 
2013). This framework aligned with my research question addressing teachers’ 
perceptions and use of the ARC framework. 
Nature of the Study 
In this qualitative study, I used questionnaires with an optional follow-up 
individual interview to collect data about teachers’ perceptions of trauma-based child 
misbehavior. The goal was to have 20 to 40 questionnaires returned. According to 
Hagaman and Wutich (2017), 20 to 40 questionnaires is enough to reach data saturation 
and identify themes. Teachers and administrators participated in questionnaire 
completion. Qualitative questionnaires were selected because of the aim to explore 
perceptions. Seixas, Smith, and Mitton (2017) explained that questionnaires not only give 
more information pertaining to a phenomenon but also provide useful information 
regarding how to progress on current practices. Participants were recruited using an 
invitation via email. The questionnaire’s purpose was to address participants’ lived 




was to understand teachers’ perceptions of a specific concept that takes place in the 
classroom. A similar study was completed by Keesler (2016) who explored staff 
perceptions regarding the incorporation of trauma at a program with 
intellectually/physically disabled clients. Keesler created probing interview questions to 
explore the participants’ personal opinions and compare other work environments.  
The questionnaire questions in the current study were constructed from 
instruments such as the Teacher Perceptions of Student Behavior, Teacher Awareness of 
Trauma, and Teacher Responses to Student Behavior, which Crosby et al. (2015) created 
to use as complimentary tools to evaluate trauma in an educational setting. The questions 
from these instruments were modified to create open-ended questions. The purpose of 
using these instruments was to retain focus during the questionnaire creation. 
Questionnaires were emailed to potential participants. I then examined responses to 
identify themes by using coding.  
The participants were recruited in Southwest Pennsylvania using a nonprobability, 
convenience sampling method. Çapulcuoğlu and Gündüz (2017) conducted a study using 
school administrators and counselors to understand their perceptions pertaining to 
additional supports needed in the school. The individuals recruited for the current study 
were teachers and administrators located in Southwest Pennsylvania invited via email by 
the partnering school’s administration. A total of 20 to 40 participants was needed to 





Administration: Principal, assistant principal, dean, education administrator, provost, 
assistant superintendent, and superintendent (West, Day, Somers, & Baroni, 2014).  
Constriction: Pulling away from others and not being able to form relationships 
(Zaleski et al., 2016). 
Hyperarousal: A person always feeling as though they are in state fight or flight 
(Zaleski et al., 2016). 
Intrusion: Reliving the event even though the person may not realize that is what is 
happening (Zaleski et al., 2016). 
Mental health worker: Any professional who plays a role in the care of an individual 
with mental health concerns (Damian, Gallo, & Mendelson, 2018). 
Resilience-based programs: Sessions in which the promotion of social and emotional 
learning is included (Coleman, 2015).  
Restorative justice: Empowers students to be active participants in conflict resolution 
(Ehrenhalt, 2016).  
Trauma: An identified event that can be acute or chronic; the event is physically or 
emotionally damaging to the individual, and there is a lasting effect that interferes with 
an individual’s quality of life (Plumb et al., 2016). 
Trauma-informed care (TIC): Situation in which individuals in an organization are 
trained to understand the importance of a connection, providing protection, respect, and 




Trauma intervention: The implementation of a practice that promotes a safe 
environment, the processing of unresolved memories pertaining to the trauma, and 
making connections with others (Plumb et al., 2016). 
Assumptions 
In this study, I made several assumptions. One assumption was that there would 
be enough interest in the topic so that teachers and administrators would participate. The 
goal was to have 20 to 40 completed questionnaires with teachers and administrators 
responding. Questionnaire respondents were recruited from Southwest Pennsylvania, 
which has six separate school districts. School district participants depended on level of 
interest and approval from administration.  
A second assumption was that participants would answer questions openly and 
honestly. Participants may have had life experiences, values, and beliefs that altered their 
responses. Depending on their understanding in the classroom, they may have responded 
in ways they felt would alter the study in one direction or another. For example, if a 
participant had a trauma in their life, they may have been more sympathetic to students 
who encountered a trauma in their life. However, if a participant could not empathize 
with students, the participant might not have understood why a person would want to 
place emphasis on this area when teachers have other responsibilities.  
Scope and Delimitations 
The focus of this study was understanding trauma from the teacher’s point of 
view. Lee, Anderson, and Klimes‐Dougan (2016) noted that traumatic events have a 




cognitive function. Buxton (2018) also discussed the correlation between trauma and 
special education. Buxton mentioned understanding trauma as part of an emotional 
disturbance of a student’s individual education plan. Barr (2018) observed that a student 
who has experienced trauma lacks executive functioning. These articles focused on the 
student and not what the teachers are experiencing. Because teachers play an important 
role in students’ academic and socioemotional learning, teachers’ thoughts and beliefs 
should be addressed in understanding trauma.  
The purpose was to understand whether teachers are currently implementing 
trauma interventions or are obtaining training pertaining to trauma. It is not enough to 
identify that trauma affects a student in an educational setting; it is also necessary to 
understand how teachers are addressing these findings (Barr, 2018). It has been 
established that students have misbehavior caused by trauma (Mendelson et al., 2015), 
but I wanted to understand how teachers were addressing those individuals in real-world 
practice.  
This study’s findings may be transferrable to other geographic regions to compare 
how teachers perceive trauma in the classroom. Transferability in qualitative research is 
important for studies to be replicated in other areas and with different participants, which 
is achieved through specific explanation (Anney, 2014). The geographic region used in 
my study was a rural area with limited resources. Understanding trauma from the 
teacher’s perspective in different types of schools is important to determine whether the 





The results of this study had several limitations. One limitation was using 
questionnaires with optional individual follow-up interviews in an area that has been 
minimally researched. Because it has been established that teachers lack training in 
trauma (Alvarez, 2017), it was necessary to collect data to begin an understanding of their 
perspective. There was minimal research to compare the findings to, but the results may 
be beneficial in advocating for future research.  
A second limitation was a lack of diversity in participants. Because the 
geographic area was rural, most participants were of the same ethnicity and race. It would 
be useful for future research to be conducted in an area with a more diverse population to 
obtain a broader sample of views. Different views may yield different responses.  
Researcher bias may also have been a limitation of this study. Researcher bias 
occurs when the researcher allows their own thoughts and beliefs to skew the results 
(Anney, 2014). I work for an organization that is trained in being trauma informed. The 
organization has a monthly training pertaining to the ARC framework and incorporates 
TIC interventions into daily routines. These experiences had the potential to cause bias 
because I advocate for students daily. I did not want to be defensive when asking teachers 
and administrators to share their perspectives. This limitation was mitigated by 
acknowledging my daily role and affirming that I wanted to understand the participants’ 





Trauma is a quiet, social problem that can persist into adulthood and influence 
physical health, mental health, employment, and goals. Trauma will persist unless there is 
intervention, and schools are the ideal environments (Plumb et al., 2016). It is the 
school’s responsibility to advocate for these individuals because their experiences can 
impact relationships, reasoning skills, behaviors, and academic functioning (Crosby, 
2015). Students who have experienced trauma without interventions are more likely to 
have issues in school, such as low academic achievement, learning delays, suspension or 
expulsion, being entered in special education, being held back a grade, and dropping out 
of school (Brunzell et al., 2016).  
Trauma influences not only academics but other aspects of the individual’s life. 
Trauma has been correlated with substance abuse, mental illness, and poor physical 
conditions (West et al., 2014). Childhood trauma exposure may lead to delinquency, 
recurrent adolescent criminal justice involvement, and adult legal issues (West et al., 
2014). Schwerdtfeger Gallus, Shreffler, Merten, and Cox (2015) indicated that trauma is 
more prevalent in causing depression than post-traumatic stress disorder, which has the 
potential to lead to suicide.  
Summary 
TIC is not a quick fix, or a concept covered a few times at trainings; it is a 
cultural shift that is incorporated into daily activities (Morton & Berardi, 2017). The 
cultural shift provided by TIC is needed because it gives professionals the skills and the 




& Hales, 2018). The objective of safety is achieved because TIC reaches beyond the need 
for mental health services and addresses a school’s policies, practices, and security 
(Branson, Baetz, Horwitz, & Hoagwood, 2017). Every aspect of TIC builds on the others 
and incorporates individuals at every level (Morton & Berardi, 2017).  
In 2012, U.S. state and local Child Protective Services estimated that 686,000 
children experience abuse (as cited in CDC, 2014). Data indicated that 78% of the abuse 
was from neglect, 18% was physical, 9% was sexual, and 11% was emotional (CDC, 
2014). These forms of abuse often lead to difficulties in learning and cognitive deficits, 
which also need to be considered when assessing a child’s ability to learn (Lansing et al., 
2017). Such trauma also manifests in the classroom by negatively affecting students’ 
behavior, ability to pay attention, and ability to retain the subject matter (Mendelson et 
al., 2015). According to Iachini et al. (2016), children who have experienced trauma are 
more likely to drop out of high school, which often leads to unemployment, becoming 
part of the criminal justice system, and health consequences.  
TIC addresses the issue of trauma and the subsequent possible misbehavior in 
schools. Because many children are affected by this phenomenon, schools should 
consider implementing policies that ensure safety and security for their students. Prior 





Chapter 2: Literature Review 
In this chapter, I explore the research on TIC and its implementation in schools. 
The focus of the study was teachers’ views and perceptions of trauma in the classroom. 
This literature review includes an overview of the impact of trauma, teacher and student 
interaction, and the research and implementation of TIC. A large portion of the existing 
research has focused on how trauma affects a student in the classroom and not on how a 
teacher can be a positive or negative influence on how that student copes with the trauma.  
Being professionally trained in the awareness of internal and external behaviors is 
helpful for teachers to identify how to react to what they are experiencing in their 
classrooms. In addition, the implementation of TIC is more effective as a school-wide 
culture and not just on an individual basis (Cavanaugh, 2016). Creating a school culture 
that incorporates TIC is helpful to all students to make them feel safe and involved, 
which promotes school connectedness (Schwerdtfeger Gallus et al., 2015). Trauma can 
lead to the unsuccessful completion of high school, being involved in the criminal justice 
system, and health problems (West et al., 2014). 
I began this literature review in March 2018 by conducting a search for pertinent 
literature in the Walden library databases such as EBSCO, Academic Search Complete, 
and PsycINFO. At the beginning of the pursuit of published research, the keywords that I 
used included were trauma-informed school, trauma-informed classroom, teacher’s 
perceptions of trauma, trauma interventions, restorative justice, and resilience. Once the 
research was reviewed, relevant articles were included to enhance the understanding of 




of trauma from teachers’ perspectives. The articles selected were chosen because they 
enhanced the understanding of trauma and the need to incorporate the views and 
perspectives of teachers.  
Conceptual Framework 
The concept of TIC was created because of the development of trauma theory 
(Goodman, 2017). Trauma theory was introduced by Herman (1992) and focused on 
hyperarousal, intrusion, and constriction (Zaleski et al., 2016). Hyperarousal is defined as 
the person always feeling as though they are in state of fight or flight. They have strong 
emotions without being provoked, and these actions can be confusing to others. Intrusion 
is explained as reliving the event even though the person may not realize that is what is 
happening. Constriction involves pulling away from others and not being able to form 
relationships (Zaleski et al., 2016). Suleiman (2008) discussed that an event takes place 
and the brain is unable to process what is happening, so there is improper neurological 
processing. Herman stated that the person may not remember the trauma, referred to as 
dissociation, and the proper framework was needed to accompany treatment. An 
important aspect of trauma theory is that the improper self-regulation happens in the 
context of a relationship and it is best to heal it in a relationship (Zaleski et al., 2016).  
 Trauma theory includes phases. The first phase incorporates the safety and 
security to overcome the trauma an individual has experienced (Pfluger, 2013). Herman 
(1992) indicated that before any healing can take place a healing relationship needs to be 




person and their relationships. A person shows they are comfortable and safe by being 
able to self-regulate and concentrate (Zaleski et al., 2016).  
The next phase in trauma theory is remembrance and mourning, which includes 
acknowledging the trauma (Pfluger, 2013). Zaleski et al. (2016) described this as taking 
the trauma memory and making it part of the individual’s life story, not defining who 
they are in life. The third phase is reconnection, during which the person looks to the 
future and has trust in the relationships they have built (Zaleski et al., 2016).  
 The guiding principles for the current study were built on the ARC framework. 
The ARC framework consists of three core areas and nine building blocks (Hodgdon et 
al., 2013). The three core areas are attachment, self-regulation, and competency. The area 
of attachment contains the building blocks of caregiver management of affect, 
attunement, consistent response, and routines (Hodgdon et al., 2013). The attachment 
portion of ARC focuses on the caregiver’s (parent, guardian, or teacher) responses to the 
trauma (Hodgdon et al., 2013). The next concept of regulation places emphasis on the 
child/student. The regulation building blocks are affect identification, modulation, and 
affect expression (Hodgdon et al., 2013). Thirdly, competency is the core concept of 
building new schools with the building blocks of promoting executive function and self-
development (Hodgdon et al., 2013).  
 Attachment is addressed first because this is the area that is the foundation of the 
framework (Hodgdon et al., 2013). The block of caregiver management of affect focuses 
on the reaction to the trauma. It is important to be able to not take trauma behaviors 




(Hodgdon et al., 2013). The caregiver reflects on their feelings and can depersonalize 
their response (Arvidson et al., 2011). Attunement is the ability to recognize cues and to 
respond appropriately. A positive relationship is essential to be able to reply to the 
underlying behaviors. Psychoeducation is included to identify triggers so that the 
caregiver can recognize how their actions provoke trauma behavior (Arvidson et al., 
2011).  
Consistent response to the trauma behavior is the next building block. However, 
this cannot be achieved until the caregiver is able to achieve the previous two blocks. The 
caregiver’s response to the trauma or their mood often depends on their reaction and 
children with trauma require consistency (Arvidson et al., 2011). The final block under 
attachment is routines and ritual. This block is crucial because it provides the safety that 
is needed for individuals who have had trauma in their lives. Often, transition periods are 
when triggers occur, and knowing what to expect reduces the misbehavior (Arvidson et 
al., 2011). Kinniburgh, Blaustein, Spinazzola, and Van der Kolk (2005) provided 
interventions such as predictable routines, addressing problems at the time they are 
happening, strength-based empathy skills, and self-monitoring.  
 Self-regulation is the core concept that focuses on the child because this is the 
area that a child who has experienced trauma often lacks. The first building block is 
affect identification in which the goal is for the child to be able to build their vocabulary. 
The child learns to identify the event that took place before the trigger and misbehavior. 
They can verbalize the connection because of an external event and their reaction 




increase their coping skills. Finally, affect expression is the child having an attachment to 
someone with whom they can discuss the trauma. The ability to discuss these feelings 
and emotions is an intervention to be able to move past it (Arvidson et al., 2011). During 
this stage activities such as exploring emotions, providing different formats for self-
expression, using reflective listening skills, and practicing regulation are helpful 
(Kinniburgh et al., 2005).  
 The final core concept of competency is aimed toward moving the child past the 
trauma. Individuals who have experienced trauma have used all their energy in survival 
mode and have not acquired skills to grow in self-development (Arvidson et al., 2011). 
Once the previous two core areas have been addressed, the child can begin to learn and 
implement executive functioning skills. The last building block is self-development and 
identity. The goal is for the child to be able to tell their story, have a positive self-image, 
and have goals for themselves (Arvidson et al., 2011). Kinniburgh et al. (2005) provided 
intervention strategies such as identifying strengths and goals, social skill classes, 
encouraging independent thinking, and celebrating victories no matter how small. The 
overarching theme of ARC is trauma experience integration and is aimed to be used for 
individuals age 2 to 21 (Bartlett et al., 2018).  
 The ARC framework reduces trauma symptoms. The symptoms that improve 
include internal and external symptoms such as depression, anxiety, and anger (Hodgdon, 
Blaustein, Kinniburgh, Peterson, & Spinazzola, 2016). There is also a reduced amount of 




al., 2016). Hodgdon et al. (2016) discussed the importance of resiliency by both the 
caregiver and the child especially in the core concept of competency.  
 Educators must promote resiliency factors to prevent students from being 
expelled. The reasoning for this is because the educator knows better than anyone the 
actions that lead up to the expulsion (Coleman, 2015). Resiliency is the focus area when 
interacting with children who have endured trauma (Kelley, Pransky, & Sedgeman, 
2014). Every individual has resilience but needs encouragement to act on this skill 
because they may not realize this innate skill (Kelley et al., 2014). The term resiliency 
means something different to everyone and it is important that a person examines what it 
means to them and how resiliency can assist them in moving forward (Southwick, 
Bonanno, Masten, Panter-Brick, & Yehuda, 2014).  
Resilience is the difference between risk factors and protective factors. Risk 
factors include relationships and environmental factors that may have caused harm to the 
individual’s life, such as not being able to function independently (Tichy, 2017). A caring 
relationship with an adult is a documented way of increasing resiliency in children 
(Coleman, 2015). When teachers have high expectations and hold students accountable 
for their actions, children can overcome the risk factors because of the protective factor 
of a positive relationship (Tichy, 2017). Protective factors include supportive 
relationships, high self-esteem, involved families, community involvement, and school 
connectedness (Coleman, 2015). School connectedness is an important protective factor, 




they begin to separate from their family (Schwerdtfeger Gallus et al., 2015). The role of 
the educator has the potential to be a protective factor.  
TIC Literature Review 
TIC does not have an agreed upon universal definition. There is, however, a 
consensus of the fundamental practice. The core components were described by 
Yatchmenoff, Sundborg, and Davis (2017) as being the prevalence of trauma, the impact 
of utilization, and commitment to incorporating. Plumb et al. (2016) provided a model of 
principles and practices in which they indicated a model needs to include properly trained 
staff, a school-wide perspective, healing relationships between teachers and students, 
caregivers, and empowering students through resiliency.  
TIC is one way that more communication and cooperation are being exercised to 
help students who have experienced trauma. Harden et al. (2015) described the 
restorative practice of TIC that reduces discipline issues in school. Restorative practice 
includes all individuals who are involved in an issue, which improves communication 
skills (Harden et al., 2015). Processing misbehavior and including the youth in the 
decision-making process provide the environment for an individual who has experienced 
trauma to feel safe (Harden et al., 2015).  
Communication is key to TIC. Kelley et al. (2014) explained that communication 
skills are needed when working with students who have experienced trauma, and there 
are three main concepts to improve open communication. The first concept is that 
teachers need to remember that it is not what happened to the student but how the student 




information, they need to be in a calm and safe environment. A student who has 
experienced trauma is often in a state of hyperarousal and needs additional support 
(Kelley et al., 2014). Finally, no matter what events a student has been through in their 
lives, they can live a better life. A student who feels encouraged and learns resilience can 
live a happy and healthy life (Kelley et al., 2014). 
Teacher Training 
When schools professionally train their teachers, it brings awareness to the 
prevalence of trauma, increases the usefulness of the intervention, and promotes a culture 
of understanding. Although the primary focus of teachers is to provide an academic 
education, they are also responsible for the student’s social and emotional understanding 
(McConnico et al., 2016). By being trained in TIC, teachers should feel more comfortable 
in addressing trauma. This begins with educating teachers on the science that trauma 
changes the brain structure (Plumb et al., 2016). There also needs to be a discussion 
pertaining to adverse childhood experiences to have teachers see misbehavior from a 
different perspective. Plumb et al. (2016) emphasized the importance of relationship 
building between teachers and students.  
Teachers’ requests for additional training are prevalent throughout the literature 
on childhood trauma and education. A protective factor against trauma is a supportive 
relationship, and teachers are in an ideal situation to provide that positive interaction 
(McConnico et al., 2015). Crosby et al. (2015) conducted a study with school personnel 
who worked with court-involved students in an educational setting. The finding of 




needed because most staff members specified that they needed further information 
pertaining to misbehavior brought on by trauma, attachment-related behaviors, de-
escalation skills, intervention feedback, and time to process experiences (Alisic, 2012). 
Teachers are often trained and educated in academics and not the socioemotional learning 
that students need (McConnico et al., 2015).  
Wiest-Stevenson and Lee (2016) explained that trauma is difficult to identify, and 
professionally trained teachers may interpret the misbehavior as a different mental health 
condition. Many behaviors can be viewed as unacceptable in a classroom, and without 
the needed training a student can be viewed as lazy, not giving effort, or not having the 
ability to learn (Tishelman et al., 2010). Misdiagnoses or misconceptions include 
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, conduct disorder, bipolar disorder, oppositional 
defiant disorder, anxiety disorders, and/or depression (Tishelman et al., 2010).  
Because TIC is not used in all schools in the United States, the acknowledgment 
of barriers to training is needed (Nadeem, Saldana, Chapman, & Schaper, 2017). 
However, the awareness of TIC in schools has increased, and staff have been shown to be 
relatively receptive to its introduction. Layne et al. (2011) discussed ways to expand 
interest in TIC by enhancing teachers’ empathic understanding of the lived experiences of 
students, which may assist teachers’ development of reasoning and judgment, increase 
interest in evidence-based practices, provide a framework in which TIC can be used, and 
encourage views from multiple perspectives to identify strengths of students.  
Part of effective training in assisting teachers in how they react to trauma 




(2013) was CAPPD, which stands for calm, attuned, present, predictable, and does not let 
students escalate teachers’ emotions. A teacher’s response to trauma misbehavior can 
escalate the situation, so training is needed to handle the situation properly (Tishelman et 
al., 2010). There are many training options available such as 1-day training to introduce 
the concept of TIC, a small group discussion over a few months, or a 2-year option to 
explore the information in depth (Damian et al., 2018). By being in tune with the student, 
a teacher can recognize whether a break is needed and to not retaliate against external 
behaviors (Crosby, 2015). For a student to learn, there needs to be a relaxed and focused 
environment. Yatchmenoff et al. (2017) stated that teachers are not being given the de-
escalation skills necessary for the changing needs of students. Crosby (2015) emphasized 
not engaging in a power struggle with the student. If this interaction occurs, it is 
counterproductive and harms the relationship. Although teachers do not have to be 
specialists in trauma, it is crucial to have the understanding to not only help students but 
to assist teachers in their ability to be effective (Ko et al., 2008).  
School-Wide Approach 
A commitment to implementing TIC is done by using a school-wide approach and 
incorporating other professionals. Schools are a natural setting for education and mental 
health services to merge (Mendelson et al., 2015). However, many schools do not 
incorporate interventions aimed at mental health. Mendelson et al. (2015) found that 
implementing a classroom-wide approach, it was more cost-effective than pulling out 
individual students for services. The reasoning for this finding was because it benefits 




limited resources. The school-wide approach can be described as a three-tiered approach: 
macro-level, school level, and individual level (Ijadi-Maghsoodi et al., 2017). The macro-
level would include areas such as funding for the interventions the school choices to 
implement. The school level is the culture it creates to support TIC. Finally, the 
individual level is the accountability of each person for the role they play (Ijadi-
Maghsoodi et al., 2017).  
Identifying resources that can assist in TIC is also useful as they can assist in 
training, tracking changes, and can be cost-effective (Ko et al., 2008). Incorporating other 
resources is not only beneficial to the school but the students. Multiple professionals 
collaborating prevents the student from having to talk about the trauma repeatedly and 
reduces the risk of being retraumatized (Ko et al., 2008). Students are receptive to the 
idea of having trauma resources in the school (West et al., 2014). Students see this as 
having additional resources available to them immediately while the issue is occurring 
(West et al., 2014).  
Tishelman et al. (2010) discussed that schools should look at the problem through 
a trauma lens. Tishelman et al. meant that a school-wide approach was beneficial to all 
students but also provided those students who had endured trauma to feel more 
comfortable coming forward. While specific interventions or evaluations are not suitable 
for all students by using a trauma lens it assisted in incorporating professionals who are 
more specifically trained. Teachers do not have access to a student’s trauma history, and 
this often causes a barrier (Walkley & Cox, 2013). Therefore, a trauma-informed 




With the proper understanding, teachers know this is not to move them into the 
role of a counselor but instead to foster a nurturing and welcoming environment where 
everyone feels safe (Berardi & Morton, 2017). However, for teachers to provide such a 
classroom-wide approach they need support from administration and the school board 
(Walkley & Cox, 2013). Teachers and mental health professionals cannot do it alone and 
there is a need for everyone to buy into this type of approach. Crosby (2015) also 
discussed the need for the top-down to buy into a trauma-informed approach as it affects 
discipline policies, staff training, relationships between school and mental health 
providers, student performance, the climate, teacher satisfaction, and special education 
services. Schools need to understand it will not only help in their building but there are 
lasting effects on multiple aspects of the student’s life (Crosby, 2015).  
Student-Teacher Relationship 
The relationship between student and teacher is crucial in TIC. A student that has 
engaged in misbehavior due to trauma will benefit from creating a respectful and 
nurturing relationship with a teacher (Morgan, Pendergast, Brown, & Heck, 2015). 
Students who have faced trauma require a different relationship than conventional 
student/teacher interactions. Morgan et al. (2015) found that when students felt heard 
they were more willing to re-engage in the learning environment. Teachers can achieve 
this by using active listening skills and taking the time to care (Morgan et al. 2015). 
While creating and fostering relationships is an ongoing challenge for everyone it is more 
important to adolescents as this is the time that they are creating the building blocks for 




to function is occurring, which correlates with the capacity to learn, emotional self-
regulation, and engage in positive social behaviors (Berardi & Morton, 2017).  
A teacher may interrupt oppositional behavior incorrectly without recognizing 
trauma to be the cause of the behavior (Fecser, 2015). Students may become involved in 
a verbal altercation, only partially complete an assignment, or not follow any rules 
(Fecser, 2015). Traditionally, this type of behavior has been confronted with negative 
consequences, a strong confrontation of the teacher repeating themselves, or being 
isolated from peers (Fecser, 2015). Unfortunately, this type of response only enters the 
student and the teacher into a conflict cycle (Fecser, 2015). 
McConnico et al. (2016) found that most research has focused on the student and 
the relationship between the teacher and student. Trauma changes the way that students 
view others and therefore requires a different approach to relationship building. Teachers 
would benefit from engaging in reflective practice (McConnico et al., 2016). This occurs 
when the teacher is authentic in their beliefs and thoughts. It was also discussed that 
reflective practice not only assists in relationship building but also prevents burnout as 
the teacher is reflecting on why they chose this career path (McConnico et al., 2016). 
Research has shown students who have experienced trauma have a greater need for 
positive relationships (Cavanaugh, 2016). Cavanaugh (2016) found this can be achieved 
by providing students with rewards for positive behavior, being specific when providing 
praise, or welcoming the student into the learning environment.  
 A positive relationship is the first step to providing a safe environment for the 




student having a sense of security through predictable and consistent routines 
(McConnico et al., 2016). A way for this to be accomplished is through proper classroom 
behavior management which involves the policy of the school and the teacher to enforce 
respect for each other (West et al., 2014). When a student feels comfortable with the 
routine and there are no behavior disturbances it is less likely that there will be external 
symptoms because of internal triggers (West et al., 2014). Teachers need to remember 
that schools are not always a safe zone for students as this may be where the trauma 
occurred (Tishelman et al., 2010). However, by creating a safe environment the students 
can overcome the trauma and feel secure in the school again.  
Perspectives of TIC 
There has been minimal exploration done on teacher’s perceptions of trauma, but 
researchers have examined the issue from the student’s perspective. Dods (2013) 
conducted a qualitative study with four participants who had experienced trauma which 
emerged the theme of an unmet need being a relationship with teachers. The participants 
were unable to identify how that connection could have been made but agreed that the 
teacher needs to be the one who takes initiative in the interaction (Dods, 2013). 
Participants also stated that interaction was not enough but that it needed to be authentic 
and from a place of caring. A third theme identified was that students wanted teachers to 
be able to identify when something was wrong and come to them. Students felt that 
teachers should have the ability to notice that there was an issue. Finally, students want to 
be treated as an individual. They do not want the same response that a teacher gives to 




Willis and Nagel (2013) also examined the importance of the student and teacher 
relationship by interviewing teachers about a student’s inability to learn. Willis and Nagel 
found that teachers are the needed rehabilitation for student’s learning because they 
provide social norms, healthy habits, and positive educational practices. Teachers are the 
foundation for improvement, but a quality student and teacher relationship are needed 
(Willis & Nagel, 2013). Morgan et al. (2015) discovered in research that the best way for 
a quality relationship to happen is that the teacher first needs to be fully aware of 
themselves. Teachers were most successful in times of being genuine and open (Morgan 
et al., 2015). Forster, Gower, Borowsky, and McMorris (2017) found that a strong 
student and teacher relationship is a mitigating factor when students are engaging in risky 
behavior. However, this is an area with minimal research and Forster et al. (2017) 
indicated that further research is needed.  
An example of the usefulness of training programs provided to teachers was 
conducted by Wolmer et al. (2016) that examined the self-efficacy of teachers who 
completed a resilience course compared to those who did not complete the training. 
Wolmer et al. indicated in their results that teachers who completed the resiliency training 
felt more comfortable and prepared to manage their classrooms. Wolmer et al. discussed 
positive feedback to resiliency training that is part of TIC and improvement to classroom 
management. Teachers were receptive to the training and were able to implement what 
they learned into real-world experiences (Wolmer et al., 2016). Hoover et al. (2018) 
conducted a study about a school-wide approach in which teachers went through a series 




et al. (2018) found that by the teachers completing this training their students showed 
moderate improvement to their classroom functioning.  
Mendelson et al. (2015) conducted a study in which youth participated in a 
twelve-week trauma-informed weekly group session. The session was facilitated by a 
mental health worker and a younger member of the community. The findings of this 
study were that teachers reported improved behavior in the classroom. Willis and Nagel 
(2013) supported the use of trauma-informed groups because trauma causes a gap in 
learning and something needs to fill that gap for the child to be successful. Mendelson et 
al. and Willis and Nagel demonstrated that TIC groups were beneficial to students, but 
these are studies that were conducted from the perspective of the students and not from a 
teacher’s perspective. However, Mendelson et al. and Willis and Nagel do support the 
delivery of a school-wide TIC initiative by the results of this study. Another aspect of 
school-wide delivery was studied by Grassi et al. (2018) that conducted a study to 
examine the effectiveness of screening for trauma. Grassi et al. (2018) conducted this 
study because some students who require services are not referred because teachers are 
not trained to identify these needs. The group screening process showed to be more 
effective than individual referrals and enforced a school-wide trauma approach. 
Methodology  
Questionnaires and optional individual interviews were used in this study to 
collect data about a teachers’ perception of trauma-based child misbehavior. The reason 
for using questionnaires and potential individual interviews is because the purpose is to 




take place in the classroom. Questionnaires via email had many advantages such as 
applying to any sample size, the ability to tailor it to specific information, completion is 
simple, requires less time to complete, convenient for the respondent (Kalantari, 
Kalantari, & Maleki, 2011). There was also an option for face to face interviews if 
respondents felt they could not fully explain themselves in an online format.  
There have been similar study designs to validate this decision. A study that used 
questionnaires to study the phenomenon in its setting was conducted by Alisic, Bus, 
Dulack, Pennings, and Splinter (2012). In this study, the researchers, Alisic et al. 
collected data on teacher’s experiences in supporting their students after a trauma. The 
data was collected using questionnaires that focused on their lived experiences. Blitz and 
Mulcahy (2017) used questionnaires in a school setting including both teachers and 
administration feedback to research views about engaging employees in implementing 
policy change.  
Summary and Conclusions 
Clemens, Helm, Myers, Thomas, and Tis (2017) conducted a study with 16 
individuals who had been in foster care because those who have been in the foster care 
system historically has a lower graduation rate than their peers who have not been in 
foster care. Multiple participants discussed the traumatic events leading up to them being 
placed in foster care. A finding of the study was that the participants recognized the 
importance of trauma-informed school staff because they understood the participant’s 
traumatic past and was able to implement their knowledge into a beneficial learning 




who have had trauma in their lives are at higher risk of not graduating, the importance of 
a teacher being trauma-informed, and students do recognize the benefits of trauma 
interventions.  
However, this study like many others is not from the perspective of the teacher. 
The detailed description of this proposed study is found in the following chapter. The 
objective is to understand trauma from the teacher’s perspective. It is a platform for 
teachers to discuss their views and opinions in an area that little research could be found. 
Teachers are the frontline person every day in their classroom so further research from 
their perspective is needed. In Chapter 3, I will focus more specifically on the design I 






Chapter 3: Research Method 
The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to explore classroom teachers’ 
perceptions and experiences with addressing trauma-related behavior and interventions in 
the classroom among students who have experienced trauma. This was achieved through 
questionnaires with optional in-person interviews that included teachers and 
administrators, whereby I collected data pertaining to perceptions, teaching styles, and 
responses to students. Baum et al. (2013) explained that building on the knowledge that 
teachers already have is vital in creating interventions that are maintainable. To 
understand the need for trauma training, there needs to be an understanding of 
intervention techniques being used in the classroom, how they are used, and their 
effectiveness in assisting the learning behavior of the child.  
Research Question 
What are the perceptions and experiences of teachers in addressing trauma-related 
behavior and interventions in the classroom among students who have experienced 
trauma in rural school districts in Pennsylvania?  
Research Design and Rationale 
The purpose of this study was to understand how teachers perceive and address 
trauma in their classroom. Prolonged exposure to stress from trauma has a role in how the 
brain grows and forms (Morton & Berardi, 2017). The stress hormones produced from 
these events affect the prefrontal cortex, cerebellar vermis, and hippocampus (Morton & 
Berardi, 2017). Children entering a classroom who have had this experience present a 




acknowledge this phenomenon or whether they expect children to conform to their way 
of teaching.  
I chose a general qualitative design because I wanted to expand on existing 
research and trauma theory. Brunzell, Stokes, and Waters (2018) examined the 
perspectives of teachers pertaining to working with trauma-affected youth as being 
meaningful work. The data collected during the study produced the needed qualitative 
themes that included finding new forms of trauma-informed teaching methods are needed 
to ensure teachers find their work meaningful. Cummings, Addante, Swindell, and 
Meadan (2017) also conducted a qualitative study to understand perspectives pertaining 
to trauma. Individuals shared their lived life experiences to provide information to 
expand on the need to better understand their viewpoints. The current study also sought 
to understand the lived life experiences of participants to better understand their 
perspective of trauma. Korstjens and Moser (2017) explained that qualitative research 
takes multiple aspects of the phenomenon such as the perception and environment. 
Because of this, qualitative researchers seek to obtain data from multiple individuals who 
have lived through the experience being studied.  
Role of the Researcher 
I used semistructured questions in a questionnaire and an optional individual 
interview format, so the primary role I played was in data collection (see Pezalla, 
Pettigrew, & Miller-Day, 2012). Prior to data collection, I recruited participants via email 




in-person interview. I contacted the school administration requesting that they and their 
teachers participate in the study.  
Depending on the contact person in the administration and the teacher response, I 
developed a working relationship with individuals regarding the study procedures. I work 
as a counselor in an alternative school program referred to as a transition room. This 
program is housed in one of the study site school districts. However, I had minimal 
contact with teachers because there was a different staff member assigned to that task.  
The assistant principal was assigned as the contact person for this alternative 
program, and I had minimal contact with administration. It was possible that I may have 
had previous contact with the teachers or administration. This particular area of 
Southwest Pennsylvania, is a rural area in which some of the potential participants were 
known from the community, or we may have attended the same high school. I had no 
type of supervisory relationship with any potential participants. 
Researcher bias in qualitative research is possible if the researcher is not aware of 
their biases before conducting the study (Chenail, 2011). A way to mitigate this bias is by 
journaling (Chenail, 2011). After reviewing questionnaire responses, I journaled my 
thoughts that arose during each response to process my emotions. Journaling about the 
questionnaires and interviews provided a way for me to become aware of the interactions. 
Because there was a potential for knowing some of the participants, I needed to be aware 
and treat them the same as the other participants regarding questions asked and reactions 





Participants were teachers and administrators who work in various grade levels. 
There were no specific grade levels selected because each of the six school districts 
located in Southwest Pennsylvania has buildings that contain different grade levels. There 
is no universal procedure for elementary, middle, and high school. Two of the districts 
have three buildings, three of the districts have two buildings, and one district separates 
grades within the same building.  
I recruited participants using the convenience sampling method. Convenience 
sampling occurs when the participants are easily reached with minimal inconvenience, 
they live near where the study will be conducted, they are available at the time of data 
collection, and they agree to participate (Etikan, Musa, Alkassim, 2016). This method 
was chosen so that every teacher and administrator could participate. Convenience 
sampling is appropriate to use to explore the perspective of the participants.  
Participants who were interested in participating were provided with a link to the 
online questionnaire. My information was also provided to them to set up an optional in-
person follow-up interview. The respondents were asked whether they are a teacher or 
part of the administration team so that data could be compared, and triangulation could be 
achieved in the interpretation of data. The purpose of triangulation is to ensure reliability 
and validity (Golafshani, 2003). Triangulation assists in having more complete data. If 
individuals wished to participate in a follow-up face-to-face interview, this would be held 




library is used for many reasons. Choosing this location, it did not indicate the reason for 
the meeting and ensured the participants’ privacy pertaining to participating in the study.  
Questionnaires and optional individual questions were semistructured and open 
ended. Participants were reminded of confidentiality and were not asked any 
demographic questions that would indicate their identity. The questions asked were from 
the published instruments: Teacher Perceptions of Student Behavior Scale, Teaching 
Traumatized Students Scale, and Teacher Responses to Student Behavior Scale (Crosby 
et al., 2015). A copy of these instruments appears in Appendices A, B, and C. The 
instruments were originally constructed in a Likert-scale format, but this format was not 
used in the questionnaires or during the optional individual interviews. Instead, questions 
were framed in an open-ended manner to allow participants to respond in their own 
words. The questionnaires were used to facilitate discussion and to stay on topic. Crosby 
et al. (2015) developed the scales after a thorough review of the literature. After the 
review, a list of concepts that were related to the targeted constructs was identified. To 
certify the validity of the instrument, Crosby et al. enlisted the help of other professionals 
such as psychologists, trauma-trained specialists, and school administrators.  
Following the data collection, I coded the responses from the questionnaires and 
information from the interviews. Data were coded using conventional content analysis. 
This coding process began without any predetermined codes. The coding approach that 
was used was descriptive coding to summarize the main topic of the selection (see 
Saldaña, 2013). Descriptive coding is suitable for nearly all qualitative methods (Saldaña, 




observation so that similar ideas and concepts can later be combined (Saldaña, 2013). 
Coding is cyclical, so multiple rounds of coding were conducted. Once codes were 
applied to the transcripts, categories were determined. The codes that emerged 
determined the categories. If needed, subcategories were applied. Once the categories 
were identified, I looked for themes that represented the larger ideas behind the codes and 
categories and tracked those themes in Microsoft Excel.  
Issues of Trustworthiness 
Credibility was established in this study using triangulation. According to 
Abdalla, Oliveira, Azevedo, and Gonzalez (2018) triangulation reduces the chance of 
contradictions and variations in the data collected. Triangulation is a technique to provide 
validity and reliability to the phenomenon. To achieve triangulation in the current study, I 
invited administrators and teachers to complete the questionnaire and participate in an 
individual interview. Fusch and Ness (2015) discussed how, by implementing data 
triangulation, a researcher can achieve data saturation, which also contributes to 
credibility. There is no one-size-fits-all method to determine data saturation, but it is 
more about the collection process (Fusch & Ness, 2015). Data saturation occurs not when 
a specific amount of data has been collected but when the study can be replicated due to 
the amount of information, there is no new information to be collected, and no further 
coding is possible (Fusch & Ness, 2015).  
Finally, the technique of reflexivity was applied to this study. Fusch and Ness 




personal lens is to know that there is a bias and be aware of this when seeing the 
phenomenon through the participants (Fusch & Ness, 2015).  
Providing information about how the study was conducted, which includes 
limitations, is a responsibility of the researcher so that transferability is possible (Abdalla 
et al., 2018). There are seven concepts that need to be included in a study so that future 
researchers can replicate the study: how many organizations participated in the study, 
restrictions in the data collected from participants, the number of participants, how the 
data were collected, the number of sessions held to retrieve data, the duration of the 
sessions such as a single session or multiple meetings, and the method used to analyze the 
data (Abdalla et al., 2018). Future researchers need to determine whether the information 
is transferable by reviewing the data and determining whether they are appropriate for 
their purpose.  
Korstjens and Moser (2018) described dependability as being transparent 
throughout the research process. A technique that can be used to demonstrate 
transparency is an audit trail. An audit trail starts at the beginning of the study and 
continues through the reporting of the findings (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). The types of 
ideas and concepts that would be included are decisions made, reflective thoughts, 
sampling, the adoption of research resources, how the finding came about, and how data 
were managed. Documenting or journaling the research process not only provides 
dependability but also demonstrates confirmability (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). I used the 
process of journaling throughout the data collection and analysis to ensure that I was 




Abdalla et al. (2018) explained that confirmability is a way for researchers to 
show that they are being objective. The two ways discussed were triangulation and 
reflexivity. The use of data triangulation prevents seeing the phenomenon from one 
perspective. Also, triangulation is a method to prevent the researcher’s views from 
skewing the data (Abdalla et al., 2018). The use of reflexivity assists readers in 
understanding why the chosen methods were selected. The use of research to validate 
decisions enhances the neutrality of the researcher (Abdalla et al., 2018). I used 
triangulation by inviting teachers and administrators to complete the questionnaire and to 
participate in an individual interview.  
Potential Conflicts and Biases 
I have worked in the mental health field for over 8 years and recently started 
working in the education field. I had to remember that teachers are trained differently and 
to view responses through their perspectives. To my knowledge, teachers in this 
particular area of Southwest Pennsylvania had not received any formal training in TIC. 
The goal of this study was to understand teachers’ perspectives from the academic side of 
trauma and not from a mental health viewpoint. My training in TIC needed to be 
bracketed when collecting data. My counseling skills, such as active listening and 
probing for further information, were beneficial in listening to participants instead of me 
doing the talking.  
Ethical Considerations 
An ethical concern I addressed was that I am a mental health professional and not 




was important for them to understand my background. By explaining that I wanted to 
understand the perspective of teachers, the intended result was that they would feel this 
would be a platform for them to be understood from a field outside of their own. Potential 
participants may have viewed this as a positive or a negative, which may have impacted 
the number of participants. To overcome this, I emphasized that I was conducting this 
study as a student who wanted to understand their perspectives, not as a mental health 
professional pushing my agenda. Individuals in small communities should participate to 
have their voices heard, and this was their opportunity for a larger audience to hear their 
voices (see Moosa, 2015).  
Another ethical consideration in a rural setting is to choose a meeting location that 
will not disclose the reason for the meeting (Moosa, 2015). In the current study, 
individuals participating in an individual interview were asked to meet at a local library. 
Because the room in the library is used for multiple purposes, this did not disclose the 
purpose for the meeting.  
Finally, when following ethical guidelines pertaining to participants, it is 
important to reflect on whether they are considered members of a vulnerable population 
(Gehlert & Mozersky, 2018). According to Gehlert and Mozersky (2018), a participant 
falls into the category of a vulnerable population if they are a member of a racial or 
ethnic minority population, they are socially segregated due to poverty, or they are not 
able to comprehend what they are reading. I followed these ethical guidelines by 
explaining to participants they were not required to answer a question if they were 




participate in an individual interview of their own free will. Because I used a convenience 
sample, there was potential for members of a protected class such as pregnant woman or 
older persons to respond. It was not my intention to focus on these individuals. I 
welcomed everyone’s thoughts and did not intend to have any protected class included. 
My population of interest are adults who would be college-educated because of their 
professional role. However, a member of a protected class has the potential to be an adult 
who holds this type of professional role. To ensure that all ethical issues have been 
addressed this study was submitted to be reviewed by Walden University’s Institutional 
Review Board (#09-06-19-0666412). No participants were approached until final 
approval has been received.  
Treatment of Data 
To keep the material collected confidential and to not obstruct the personal 
information of any participants, the data was handled with the best practices to ensure the 
safety of the information. Peter (2015) explained that while the proper amount of data 
being collected it is important to only collect the data needed and no more so to protect 
privacy. Participants were notified that in no way will their names appear in any 
documents and if names are necessary, they were changed to protect their identity such as 
assigning pseudonyms. It was important for the participants to understand they have 
rights during the collection of information.  
The World Health Organization (WHO) suggests that a consent form should 
include an introduction, purpose of the study, participant selection, voluntary 




they wish to quit filling out the questionnaire they can quit and during the individual 
interview they are welcomed to end the interview and the information they provided will 
not be used. I will inform them of this in the email asking for participants and again face-
to-face at the start of the interview. Names were not recorded or used without the 
participants’ permission.  
The handling of data remained with me which I will store in a secure location in 
my home. At no time did I take the information into my workplace or discuss findings 
with my colleagues until after publication. The data collected was only discussed 
between me and the doctoral committee. When a hard copy containing any data was no 
longer needed, typically 5 years after the study is completed, the information and data 
will be shredded. Electronic documents will be secured on my personal computer that is 
password protected and destroyed after 5 years.  
Summary 
During the collection of data, participants were made aware that they have the 
right to what they choose to share. I wanted participants to understand they are in control 
while sharing their lived experiences with rights. At no time was anyone pressured to be a 
part of the questionnaires or interviews and feel forced to share information they were not 
comfortable disclosing. All participants felt welcomed into an environment in which they 
are shown respect. I explained their rights as a participant and ensure the safety of the 





Chapter 4: Results  
In this chapter, I cover the results of the research pertaining to understanding 
teachers’ perceptions of trauma. The aim of the study was to develop a better 
understanding of the situations and experiences encountered in the classroom. The 
research question answered using qualitative questionnaires and optional follow-up in-
person interviews was the following: What are the perceptions and experiences of 
teachers in addressing trauma-related behavior and interventions in the classroom among 
students who have experienced trauma in rural school districts in Pennsylvania? This 
chapter includes an in-depth review of the data collection, participants, results, and 
trustworthiness of the data.  
Data Collection 
The study started with me wanting to include all schools within a specified 
county. However, only one school district participated. This district comprised an 
elementary, middle, and high school. All teachers and school administrators that are 
employed by the district were included in the study. The questionnaire was distributed at 
the beginning of the school year. The participants were identified as part of the teaching 
staff or part of the administration team.  
Of the more than 50 individuals who were invited to be in the study, I received 13 
responses to the email invitation to complete the questionnaire. Participants were also 
invited to meet in person to discuss or explain their answers in further detail. The 
questionnaire was completed at their convenience via an email invitation link provided by 




minutes to complete. The average completion time was 10 to 12 minutes. The in-person 
interview was completed at the participant’s convenience and was dependent on the 
information they wished to discuss. There were three teachers who wished to discuss 
their experiences in person. Their perspectives are described in detail to give a more in-
depth description of their experiences.  
The data were always handled with privacy in mind. The questionnaires were 
printed in my home and placed in a three-ring binder. The hard copies that I used for 
coding never left my home, and I live with only my son. The notes that I took during the 
interviews went straight from the meeting place to my home and were placed in my 
binder. I used the data from the questionnaires and the interviews for the coding process 
by assigning labels to information that was similar. I color coded these labels with a 
highlighter to find a pattern that indicated the themes.  
Results 
The themes identified were all teachers encounter trauma, external behaviors are 
more likely to be noticed, teachers need to structure their day based on the possibility of 
triggering a student, and there is no consistent response to trauma. This section includes a 
detailed description of the themes with accompanying quotes and information provided 
by the respondents.  
All Teachers Encounter Trauma 
The data demonstrated that all teachers have encountered students who have had 
trauma in their lives. Of the 13 respondents, all indicated they had interactions with 




the student assistance team in which they assist with drug/alcohol and mental health 
concerns. The respondents agreed that behaviors that required intervention had the 
possibility of being caused by trauma. Participant 8 noted that “privacy laws make it 
harder for teachers to know past trauma.” For teachers to be successful, they need to 
structure their days based on the possibility of triggering a student. Participant 8 also 
reported that the most important part of structuring their day is finding ways to make sure 
the student “knows you are on their side, you care, you believe in them.” This includes 
the teacher’s tone, lesson planning, and routines. Participant 6 response pertaining to tone 
indicated that teachers should never use sarcasm when interacting with a student. 
Teachers have expectations and often use breaks in the classroom to be successful.  
External Behaviors Are More Likely to Be Noticed 
Respondents placed an emphasis on observations they made pertaining to external 
behaviors than internal behaviors. In a question pertaining to providing an example of 
trauma misbehavior, participant 13 stated, “students who have experienced trauma 
respond in different ways based on their specific trauma.” For example, a student does 
not respond well to authority or aggressive behavior from adults. Other responses were 
like this and provided examples of external triggers. The respondents were aware of the 
issue but were not as comfortable addressing internal responses or structural changes that 
occur in a trauma-inflicted individual. This was evident when indicating triggers such as 
loud noises, change in a routine, or being around someone unfamiliar. A specific 
response, provided by participant 3, pertaining to identifying traumatic responses was 




addressing internal triggers and being unfamiliar with the actual structural changes that 
occur when trauma has occurred in an individual’s life.  
Structure Day Based on the Possibility of Triggering a Student 
Teachers and administrators reported that they are aware of trauma and because of 
this they need to design specific teaching strategies. Participants implemented a variety of 
strategies from their lesson plan, including the tone they use while discussing educational 
topics in the classroom. Teachers and administrators would ask themselves whether a 
topic would trigger a student and how they would get the information through to the rest 
of the class. Participant 1 stated “I try to be cautious of talking about certain topics during 
discussions.” Participant 6 noted that they are “sensitive to things they are reading or 
discussing in class.” They must take different personalities into consideration and be 
empathetic to each student’s response. Several respondents discussed getting to know the 
student to understand their interests and then connecting the material to what the student 
likes to increase their attention. In addition to triggers and personalities, there are 
different learning styles to consider. Participant 5 stated that “allowing students to have 
some control over their life with guidance increases their desire to learn.”  
Not a Consistent Response to Trauma 
Although teachers were aware that trauma causes issues in the classroom, their 
approach to the behavior was vastly different. For example, their responses to rewards 
varied, and there was not a uniformed approach to providing this type of positive 




time to rewards having been statistically proven to highlight wanted behaviors. Table 
includes interventions used while addressing trauma and the frequency of yes responses. 
Table 1  
Interventions Used in the Classroom 
 
 
Number of “yes” 
Frequent breaks 12 
Deliberately use wait time after giving a direction 11 
Have sensory outlets available in the classroom 7 
Use repetition and compromises in your interactions 
Use structured, interactive, and interpersonal games 
Provide students access to a safety zone 
Adjust lesson in ways to accommodate 







Interview Analysis  
Three interviews were conducted with one middle school teacher and two high 
school teachers. These teachers volunteered to provide more in-depth information 
pertaining to their experiences. Each teacher gave a brief background of the student to 
provide some insight on the student having trauma and the struggles and rewards of 
working with the student.  
H.S. discussed a male student who was a challenge in the classroom. The student 
had experienced emotional abuse when he was younger, as he would often be told by a 
parent that he was dumb and would never amount to anything. There were other things in 
his past, but the mindset of being stupid was noticeable in the classroom. The student 




of the past emotional trauma at first but then started noticing that these behaviors would 
be displayed during certain activities he was faced with in his academics. 
H.S. described his acting out activities as talking back to teachers, finding reasons 
to leave the classroom, and a lack of self-control. The shutting down behaviors were 
characterized as not participating, being on his phone instead of doing work, and falling 
asleep in class. H.S. realized that instead of disciplining him or failing him, they made 
more progress when they were able to talk through the behavior with the student. By 
approaching the situation differently, they had learned of his past experiences with family 
members.  
H.S. reported that by using this knowledge they were able to approach his 
learning experiences differently or provide alternative educational experiences. H.S. 
noted it was not so much the academic work, but the student’s belief in his ability. The 
student required extra patience and alternative approaches but was able to be more 
successful in the classroom. H.S. realized that their approach needed to be considered to 
make any progress. This student had experienced negative interactions with the adults in 
their life and previous educational interactions. By approaching the student in a more 
positive self-talk manner, H.S. was able to help the student make progress. The student 
continues to struggle but has shown growth, and H.S. considers this a success because not 
all student success should be measured on the same level. 
H.S. provided an example of the student as he refused to complete a writing 
assignment that pertained to a holiday experience. The student refused to attempt the 




was very upsetting to the student because of past experiences. H.S. offered an alternative 
writing assignment that did not pertain to any type of family interaction, and the student 
completed it promptly.  
L.H. discussed a female high school student who displayed acting out behaviors. 
The student would skip class, curse, struggle with boundaries, and be erratic at times. 
This student’s family members had addiction issues, and the student would see things 
firsthand. L.H. had a good relationship with the student and knew some of events that 
were happening. L.H. did not go into detail pertaining to the addiction problems but 
talked about how it affected the student’s education.  
L.H. noticed that misbehavior would include the student being on her cellphone. 
L.H. confronted the student about her cellphone use and discovered that family members 
were telling the student events that were happening during the day. The student would 
skip class or leave without permission because she prioritized her family issues in real 
time over her education. L.H. struggled with how to approach this issue. L.H. wanted to 
know what was happening in the student’s life and wanted the student to obtain an 
education. L.H. did not want to belittle the student, but the situation was interfering not 
only with the student but with the classroom when L.H. would need to address the 
misbehavior.  
L.H. reported that there is no way to keep a student off their phone because they 
can always ask to go to the bathroom or get a drink. L.H. decided to work with the 
student on rewards so she would want to be involved in her academics instead of family 




L.H. implemented small daily rewards such as free time, one-on-one conversations, and 
entrusting the student with tasks. L.H. realized that the student had been consumed with 
negative reinforcement and being recognized individually for positive behavior was 
something the student never had experienced in her life.  
B.M. worked with middle school children. B.M. spoke of working with students 
who have unpredictable experiences. B.M. noted that it is best to be cognizant of students 
and their background. What could be a small task or simple demand could be a stressor or 
trigger for a student. B.M. reported that this can be a struggle because creating or 
preparing content can lead to unpredictable outcomes for students because of their life 
experiences and can throw off an entire lesson that has been prepared. For example, “take 
this home to your mom and dad” can be a trigger because not every student has a good 
relationship with their parent. B.M. mentioned that it can be hard to work in simple 
changes to daily routines, but the reward is knowing the students have a better 
relationship with the teacher, who has taken the time to speak to the students, understand 
their backgrounds, and make concessions for daily activities. 
B.M. reported that teachers sometimes need to look past every assignment being 
complete or students taking a nap in class because it is not always meant as an insult. 
This is rewarding because students know they have someone who is willing to provide 
that small time out from their busy lives. To B.M. providing a small amount of 
consistency and accountability is rewarding.  
The interview data supported the themes identified in the questionnaires. Teachers 




but it became evident that there were underlying concerns. The three teachers provided 
examples of students acting out or shutting down. These examples were relevant to 
trauma and emphasized that external behaviors are more easily identified than internal 
behaviors. Teachers reported that they must structure their day based on the student’s 
response and their understanding of trauma. In the third interview, the teacher gave an 
example of handing something to a student that needed to go home to mom or dad, and 
that triggered the student because they did not have either.  
Evidence of Trustworthiness  
Credibility 
Credibility involves an accurate description of the phenomenon being studied and 
the research claims being made pertaining to the topic. This is accomplished by using a 
logical method throughout all phases of the research (Liao & Hitchcock, 2018). To 
ensure credibility in this study both teachers and administrators were invited to 
participate. Credibility is established in this study using triangulation. According to 
Abdalla et al. (2018), the use of triangulation reduces the chance of contradictions and 
variations in the data collected. Triangulation is a technique to provide validity and 
reliability to the phenomena. Fusch and Ness (2015) discussed how, by implementing 
data triangulation, a researcher will reach data saturation which also contributes to 
credibility.  
During data collection, the goal was to reach data saturation. The number of 
responses for this study did not reach the anticipated amount. Because of this, a detailed 




researcher’s personal lens was also taken into consideration. Fusch and Ness (2015) 
referred to reflexivity as the researcher’s personal lens and it is existing in all qualitative 
research whether the researcher realizes the bias is present. A way to acknowledge the 
personal lens is to know that there is a bias and be aware of this when seeing the research 
through the participants (Fusch & Ness, 2015). The concept of reflexivity was taken into 
consideration by completing an honest self-assessment. This was demonstrated by 
providing an honest and truthful description of the researcher’s bias. The assistant 
superintendent approved all research questions and provided feedback before the study 
questions were distributed to potential respondents.  
Transferability  
The transferability of this study is indicated in whether the results can be 
transferred and become applicable to other settings. Transferability in qualitative research 
is important for studies to be replicated in other areas and with different participants, this 
is achieved through specific explanations (Anney, 2014). The process of selecting school 
districts is described above as the original plan changed once attempting to contact the 
district. While originally, there were to be multiple districts involved, in the end only one 
district agreed to participate. The lack of responses was also addressed. While there was a 
good response to the questionnaire it was not as many as was anticipated. With the use of 
survey monkey, it provided the amount of time that each participant took to complete the 
questionnaire. The original suggested time was approximately 1 hour but it took 




is detailed above. The transferability of a study’s results is ultimately at the discretion of 
future researchers. 
Dependability and Confirmability  
Dependability and confirmability are demonstrated in this study by describing the 
data and the process in detail. Korstjens and Moser (2018) described dependability as 
being transparent throughout the research process. Wester (2011) explained 
confirmability pertaining to the data being able to be corroborated or confirmed by 
another researcher. This was done by keeping records of the process and journaling 
throughout the process. By writing down the steps and holding the process accountable it 
ensured triangulation and transferability were taking place. The importance of explaining 
choices made and backing up decisions with explanations based on facts ensures the 
trustworthiness of this data.  
Interpretation of the Results 
The literature review of this study focused on three areas: the impact of trauma, 
teacher and student interaction, and implementation of TIC. The research collected 
during this study provided information to each of these three core areas. All the 
questionnaire respondents and all the interview participants had encountered a student 
that was impacted by trauma. Because their students have had trauma in their life the 
participant needed to take this into consideration during their interaction. Finally, 
participants were implementing trauma interventions even though they may not have 




All of the following behaviors were identified by participants as an impact of 
trauma: change or transition, seeking attention, not feeling well physically, reacting to 
past, feeling like the work is too difficult for them, reacting to a court decision, fearing 
failure, parental or other family visits, reacting to something that happened in their 
current living environment. Teachers do not have access to a student’s trauma history, 
and this often causes a barrier (Walkley & Cox, 2013). Therefore, a trauma-informed 
approach is beneficial as it assists in overcoming the barriers that teachers face. This 
question enforced that while teachers may not be aware of the reason for the behavior, 
they are addressing behaviors related to trauma.  
Research has shown that students who have experienced trauma have a greater 
need for positive relationships (Cavanaugh, 2016). Cavanaugh (2016) found that this can 
be achieved by providing students with rewards for positive behavior, being specific 
when providing praise, or welcoming the student into the learning environment. There 
was a mixed response when it came to rewards as some participants saw the benefits 
while others did not. Rewards are an important aspect when used correctly.  
Respondents felt that they were able to recognize trauma in students, but minimal 
responses included actual examples of internal and external symptoms. Teachers need to 
be aware of students internal and external symptoms of trauma (Lansing et al., 2017). 
Internal symptoms are defined as a student being withdrawn, depressed, or showing signs 
of anxiety and external symptoms as being disruptive, aggressive, and attention-seeking 




effects of trauma but did not elaborate on the fact that there are internal and external 
symptoms. Those that did provide an example were external factors.  
Participants focused heavily on the academic material pertaining to their 
interaction with students. There was minimal data provided on how the teacher builds a 
relationship with the student or on stressing the importance of feeling safe. The teacher-
student relationship is necessary for learning, and even more important for students who 
have experienced trauma. Teachers who are properly trained understand that misbehavior 
in the classroom has multiple reasons and one of those is that the student has had some 
type of emotional, sexual, or physical trauma in their lives (Cavanaugh, 2016). Schools 
can begin the healing process by providing safety and stability. When a student feels safe, 
positive relationship building can take place (Cavanaugh, 2016).  
The area that respondents were the least confident in understanding is the impact 
of trauma on the brain. The question proposed was that participants provide their 
knowledge pertaining to this area. This is the question where answers varied from 
knowing it changes the structure to requiring more education. While the primary focus of 
teachers is to provide an academic education, they are also responsible for the student’s 
social and emotional understanding (McConnico et al., 2016). By being trained in TIC, 
teachers should feel more comfortable in addressing trauma. This begins with educating 
teachers on the science that trauma changes the brain structure (Plumb et al., 2016). This 
is one example of where trauma training would be beneficial to educators.  
One of the goals of this study is to promote the importance of the relationship 




so is the educator. The guiding principles for this study are built upon the attachment, 
regulation, and competency (ARC) framework. The ARC framework consists of three 
core areas and nine building blocks (Hodgdon et al., 2013). The three core areas that 
ARC focuses on are attachment, self-regulation, and competency. The area of attachment 
contains the building blocks of caregiver management of affect, attunement, consistent 
response, and routines. The attachment portion of ARC focuses on the caregiver (parent, 
guardian, or teacher) responses to the trauma. Participants were aware of their tone and 
language used when interacting with students. While being aware is important, 
participants did not provide specific examples such as ways they stay calm or find 
patience when interacting with a student that has encountered trauma.  
Summary  
Each participant in this study works directly with students that have encountered 
trauma and have individualistic interactions. No student that displays trauma inflicted 
behavior is the same. While participants generally feel well trained to address the 
students’ needs there are some core concepts of TIC that were overlooked in the 
responses. Students and administrators are aware that their students have encountered 
physical, emotional, and sexual abuse and they are seeing the behaviors in the school.  
However, the importance of the relationship between the adult and student is not 
provided in the responses. The responses to the questions are like that of the research that 
was found during the literature review, it focused on the student, not the relationship. 
That is not to place blame on anyone but to give insight into our mindset. There is such a 




schools professionally train their teachers, it brings awareness to the prevalence of 
trauma, the usefulness of the intervention, and promotes a culture of understanding. 
While the primary focus of teachers is to provide an academic education, they are also 
responsible for the student’s social and emotional understanding (McConnico et al., 
2016). 
In Chapter 5 this concept will be discussed further and a more in-depth 
description of future research that could provide further insight. This research and future 
research have the potential for social change that will assist teachers, administrators, 
students, and parents. The following chapter will bring past research and present data 
collection together to form an interpretation of the findings to assist those that are 





Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 
The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to explore classroom teachers’ 
perceptions and experiences with addressing trauma-related behavior and interventions in 
the classroom among students who have experienced trauma in Southwest Pennsylvania. 
This was achieved through questionnaires and optional follow-up in-person individual 
interviews with teachers and administrators in which I collected data pertaining to 
perceptions, teaching styles, and responses to students. Participants were invited to 
participate in the questionnaire via email. To understand the need for trauma training, 
there needs to be an understanding of intervention techniques being used in the 
classroom, how they are being used, and their effectiveness in assisting the learning 
behavior of the child.  
In this qualitative study, I used questionnaires with an optional follow-up 
individual interview to collect data about teacher perceptions of trauma-based child 
misbehavior. Teachers and administrators participated by completing the questionnaire. 
Qualitative questionnaires were selected because of the aim to explore perceptions. The 
participants were recruited in Southwest Pennsylvania using a nonprobability, 
convenience sampling method.  
The key findings of this study were all teachers encounter trauma, external 
behaviors are more likely to be noticed, teachers need to structure their day based on the 
possibility of triggering a student, and there is no consistent response to trauma. Teachers 
understand the overarching theme of trauma but not the science that goes behind it. They 




background knowledge of each student. The most important finding was that teachers are 
willing to try multiple approaches to help their students.  
Interpretation of Findings  
Trauma theory was introduced by Herman (1992) and focused on hyperarousal, 
intrusion, and constriction (Zaleski et al., 2016). These are effects on people who have 
encountered trauma. Findings in the current study demonstrated that teachers and 
administrators encountered students who exhibited these characteristics. Hyperarousal is 
defined as the person always feeling as though they are in state of fight or flight. They 
have strong emotions without being provoked, and these actions can be confusing to 
others. Intrusion is explained as reliving the event even though the person may not realize 
that is what is happening. Constriction involves pulling away from others and not being 
able to form relationships (Zaleski et al., 2016). In the current study, questionnaire 
respondents indicated that they often must modify lesson plans because they address 
certain topics that can trigger students in their room at that time. The triggers had the 
possibility of being hyperarousal, intrusion, or constriction. The purpose of this study was 
to explore the teachers’ perspectives and not the students because the latter had been 
addressed in previous research. There was a need to understand perspectives from both 
sides.  
TIC was developed from trauma theory but does not have a universal definition. 
There is, however, a consensus of the fundamental practice. The core components 
described by Yatchmenoff et al. (2017) are the prevalence of trauma, the impact of 




principles and practices in which they indicated that a model needs to include properly 
trained staff, be implemented from a school-wide perspective, promote healing 
relationships between teachers and students, incorporate caregivers, and empower 
students through resiliency. Results indicated that although teachers and administrators 
encounter students who have had trauma in their lives, there is no implementation of TIC. 
This was demonstrated by a wide array of responses that were not consistent. 
Respondents apply different techniques and interventions, but everyone had their own 
approach.  
Restorative justice or restorative practice involves students making decisions to 
empower them in the interventions or resolutions of the behavior. Restorative practice 
includes all individuals who are involved in an issue, which improves communication 
skills (Harden et al., 2015). Processing misbehavior and including the youth in the 
decision-making process provide the environment for an individual who has experienced 
trauma to feel safe (Harden et al., 2015). However, in the current study’s questionnaire 
data, there were minimal responses that indicated having a discussion with the student. 
However, there was discussion of this in the one-on-one interviews.  
A school-wide approach is appropriate because school employees may not know 
when or whether they may be interacting with someone who has experienced trauma. The 
implementation of TIC is more effective as school-wide measure compared to an 
individual approach (Cavanaugh, 2016). Creating a school culture that incorporates TIC 
is helpful to all students to make them feel safe and involved, which promotes school 




when a respondent indicated that because of privacy laws they do not always know the 
background of a student. It was also evident that everyone working at the school at some 
point in their career came across a student exhibiting behaviors related to trauma. 
However, there was no specific training pertaining to trauma or an adopted framework.  
Research has shown that students who have experienced trauma have a greater 
need for positive relationships (Cavanaugh, 2016). Cavanaugh (2016) found positive 
relationships can be achieved by providing students with rewards for positive behavior, 
being specific when providing praise, or welcoming the student into the learning 
environment. Respondents in the current study provided various answers pertaining to the 
use of rewards. Most of the respondents did not follow trauma theory. This was evident 
as only one of the responses indicated that rewards need to be child specific to be 
successful.  
Teachers need to be aware of students’ internal and external symptoms of trauma 
(Lansing et al., 2017). Internal symptoms are defined as a student being withdrawn, 
depressed, or showing signs of anxiety, and external symptoms being disruptive, 
aggressive, and attention-seeking (Lansing et. al., 2017). Teachers and administrators in 
the current study identified external behaviors more than internal behaviors. Internal 
behaviors have an equal opportunity to disrupt the relationship between the student and 
the teacher. The questionnaire responses referred to internal triggers when lesson 





The questionnaire responses revealed that respondents were less confident 
regarding the brain structure of trauma-inflicted individuals. Most of the respondents 
indicated this was something they were not aware of pertaining to trauma. Teachers 
should feel comfortable in addressing trauma, which begins with educating teachers on 
the science that trauma changes brain structure (Plumb et al., 2016). Respondents 
indicated that they were comfortable addressing trauma; however, they also reported that 
if they understood the brain science behind it, they would feel more comfortable.  
The association between trauma and the student-teacher relationship was evident 
by teachers being willing to structure their day based on the potential to trigger a student. 
Teachers use frequent breaks; use wait time after giving a direction; have sensory outlets; 
use repetition, compromises, games, safety zones, accommodations; and rearrange their 
classroom so their students can be successful. Teachers and administrators are also 
mindful of their tone during an interaction. Respondents understood that the way in 
which they speak to students will influence the response by the student. One respondent 
stated that sarcasm has no place in the classroom. They understood that sarcasm is not 
always well received and can interfere with the interaction.  
All respondents reported having interacted with trauma-inflicted individuals, but 
there was no consistent response. Techniques and interventions used by respondents 
varied, and there was no specific framework or training that was provided. Education 
establishments often lack a trauma-informed approach to provide interventions to those 
inflicted with trauma symptoms and do not offer trauma intervention training to teachers 




every day. Students’ internal and external behaviors need to be identified, and a 
consistent response needs to be implemented.  
Limitations of the Study 
There was minimal published data pertaining to the student and teacher 
relationship from the teacher’s perspective. Because of the lack of related research, the 
results of the current study had several limitations. One limitation was using 
questionnaires with optional individual follow-up interviews was an approach that had 
minimal precedent in the literature. Because teachers lack training in trauma (Alvarez, 
2017), it was necessary to collect data to understand their perspective. There was minimal 
research to compare the current findings to, but the results of this study may be beneficial 
in promoting future research.  
The participants had similar backgrounds pertaining to ethnicity because the 
geographic setting of the study was rural. It would be useful for future research to be 
conducted in an area with a more diverse population to obtain a broader collection of 
views from different backgrounds. Everyone’s views and opinions are important, but 
more varied life experiences may yield different responses.  
Researcher bias was a potential limitation because I am trained in trauma and 
implement the ARC framework in my daily work. Researcher bias occurs when the 
researcher allows their thoughts and beliefs to skew the results (Anney, 2014). I work for 
an organization that is trained in being trauma informed. The organization has a monthly 




routines. These aspects of my life had the potential to introduce bias in the study because 
I advocate for students daily.  
Recommendations  
The three recommendations for further research are to examine the perspective of 
teachers pertaining to trauma in a geographic location that is more diverse, study more 
closely the perspective of teachers based upon their training in trauma, and a more in-
depth examination from both the teacher and the student perspective. All individuals 
regardless of their geographic location, ethnicity, or race should have their input 
included. The research addressed in the literature review focused on the importance of 
trauma training (Plumb et al., 2016). It would be beneficial to study the benfits of this 
training pertaining to the relationship between student and teacher. Also, research 
pertaining to student and teacher interactions should include both. 
Understanding teacher perspectives on trauma in various geographic locations 
would be beneficial because of broader input. This study was conducted in a rural setting 
that was primarily White. Although diversity was appreciated during the study, there was 
minimal diversity among the respondents. This study may promote research on other 
populations in different geographic locations.  
Another recommendation is to compare teachers who are trained in trauma with 
teachers who are not. The purpose of the current study was to understand teachers’ 
experiences and perceptions of trauma; however, these perceptions may be different if 
individuals are trained in trauma. The comparison of these two groups would provide 




promote school connectedness, which would lead to a student being successful (Coleman, 
2015). 
The goal of this study was to give teachers and administrators a platform to share 
their lived experiences because prior data came from the student perspective. Future 
research that incorporates both the student and the teacher perspective has the potential to 
improve the school experience. A focus of TIC is the relationship of the student and 
teacher. If the goal is to improve the relationship, then conducting a study that includes 
both would be beneficial.  
Implications  
The implications for positive change are wide-ranging. Improving the student’s 
performance in school would benefit the student, parents, teachers, administrators, and 
society. If the student is performing better in school, it promotes school connectedness. 
There will be less conflict between the student and the adults in their life. Students who 
are not successful in school or have too much stress and have the potential to drop out. 
This can affect society as there is the probability of not gaining employment or becoming 
involved in the criminal justice system. An individual graduating from high school has an 
endless positive benefit.  
The ARC framework includes attachment, regulation, and competency. This 
framework focuses on the school system, family system, and individual. The implication 
for improvement in these areas is positive for everyone involved. Attachment is 
important because a student overcomes trauma by having any one positive adult in their 




student the ability to be successful in school not only academically but also pertaining to 
their relationships. Competency is the goal of school, including self-development and 
identification. Being successful in school prepares a person for the rest of their life.  
Conclusion  
Trauma is not an isolated phenomenon and does not affect only that person. 
Trauma has an impact on every aspect of a person’s life including how that person 
interacts with the world around them. Teachers, administrators, counselors, custodians, 
cafeteria workers, teachers’ aides, or secretaries interact with students daily. These 
individuals should have every tool available to help their students. Plumb et al. (2016) 
indicated that teachers lack training in trauma, but teachers address trauma in their 
classrooms, then training should be considered.  
The written portion of this study was concluded during the 2020 coronavirus 
pandemic. Teachers and administrators were forced into a new way of conveying 
information and interacting with students. People responsible for the education of 
students were forced to rise above their expected roles. This gave a new perspective to 
everyone regardless of age, race, ethnicity, or geographic location. The effects of trauma 
were not put on hold because of the pandemic and perhaps brought new light to the 
challenges. Social distance does not mean emotional distance and learning did not end. 
We need to give teachers and administrators every piece of knowledge to be successful in 





In this final chapter, I covered the findings of my current research and the 
interpretation of the findings. The information presented related to the information 
pertaining to the framework and literature that was outlined in Chapter 2. The topics 
reviewed in the chapter included interpretation of the findings, limitations of the study, 
recommendations, and implications for social change. This study indicates that teachers 
and administrators interact with trauma inflicted individuals and the need for the training. 
School staff are required to take on several roles in their daily interactions and this study 
demonstrated they are willing to structure their days based on those roles. However, a 
school-wide framework pertaining to trauma is lacking which does not provide 
consistency to those individuals that have encountered trauma. Teachers and 
administrators do amazing things every day in their profession and deserve credit for the 
impact they make on their students’ life. They also deserve to have the resources needed 
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Appendix A: Teacher Perceptions of Student Behavior Scale 
Students who ACT OUT  
in class are… 
Never  Sometimes Often Most of 
the time 
Always 
Responding to change or transition 1 2 3 4 5 
Seeking attention 1 2 3 4 5 
Not feeling well physically 1 2 3 4 5 
Reacting to something in their past 1 2 3 4 5 
Fearing failure  1 2 3 4 5 
Reacting from a parent or other 
family related visit 
1 2 3 4 5 
Reacting to something in their 
current living environment 
1 2 3 4 5 
Students who SHUT DOWN 
in class are… 
     




Reacting to something in their past 1 2 3 4 5 
Feeling that the work is too difficult 
for them 
1 2 3 4 5 
Reacting to a court decision 1 2 3 4 5 
Fearing failure 1 2 3 4 5 
Responding from a visit with a 
parent or other family member 
1 2 3 4 5 
Reacting to something in their 
current living environment 
1 2 3 4 5 
 
Crosby, S. D., Day, A. G., Baroni, B. A., & Somers, C. L. (2015). School staff 
perspectives on the challenges and solutions to working with court-involved 






Appendix B: Teaching Traumatized Students Scale 




Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 
Agree 
I am aware of the effects of trauma 
on the behavior of students in my 
classroom 
1 2 3 4 5 
I consider my students’ experiences 
with trauma as I design strategies to 
engage students in learning 
1 2 3 4 5 
I can identify traumatic responses in 
students 
1 2 3 4 5 
I am aware of aspects of the school 
environment that may trigger trauma 
reactions in students 
1 2 3 4 5 
I know how to handle difficult 
behavior related to traumatic 
reactions in students 
1 2 3 4 5 
I understand how the brain is affected 
by trauma 




I am mindful on how my verbal 
expressions (tone, language, sarcasm) 
impact a traumatized child 
1 2 3 4 5 
I am mindful of the way my body 
language and nonverbal expression 
impact a traumatized child 
1 2 3 4 5 
 
Crosby, S. D., Day, A. G., Baroni, B. A., & Somers, C. L. (2015). School staff 
perspectives on the challenges and solutions to working with court-involved 






Appendix C: Teacher Responses to Student Behavior Scale 
How much do you use the following 
teaching strategies with students 
who ACT OUT? 
Never  Sometimes Often Most of 
the time 
Always 
I use frequent breaks 1 2 3 4 5 
I deliberately use wait time (i.e. 
pauses) after giving a direction 
1 2 3 4 5 
I have sensory outlets available in 
the classroom (i.e. stress balls, play 
dough, etc.) 
1 2 3 4 5 
I use repetition and compromises in 
my interactions with students 
1 2 3 4 5 
I use structured, interactive, and 
interpersonal games in the 
classroom setting (music, ball toss, 
string game, etc.) 
1 2 3 4 5 
I provide students access to a safety 
zone when needed 
1 2 3 4 5 
I adjust lessons in ways to 
accommodate 




I have physically rearranged the 
classroom as a method to address 
student behaviors 
1 2 3 4 5 
How much do you use the following 
teaching strategies with students 
who SHUT DOWN 
     
I use frequent breaks 1 2 3 4 5 
I deliberately use wait time (i.e. 
pauses) after giving a direction 
1 2 3 4 5 
I have sensory outlets available in 
the classroom (i.e. stress balls, play 
dough, etc.) 
1 2 3 4 5 
I use repetition and compromises in 
my interactions with students 
1 2 3 4 5 
I use structured, interactive, and 
interpersonal games in the 
classroom setting (music, ball toss, 
string game, etc.) 
1 2 3 4 5 
I provide students access to a safety 
zone when needed 




I adjust lessons in ways to 
accommodate 
1 2 3 4 5 
I have physically rearranged the 
classroom as a method to address 
student behaviors 
1 2 3 4 5 
 
Crosby, S. D., Day, A. G., Baroni, B. A., & Somers, C. L. (2015). School staff 
perspectives on the challenges and solutions to working with court-involved 

















Appendix D: Trauma Questionnaire 
1. Do you believe that any of the following would be reasons why a student is acting 
or shutting down? Why or why not? 
• Responding to change or transition 
• Seeking attention 
• Not feeling well physically 
• Reacting to something from their past 
• Feeling like the work is too difficult for them 
• Reacting to a court decision 
• Fearing failure 
• Reacting from a parental or other family visits  
• Reacting to something that happened in their current living environment 
2. Discuss your experience in providing students with rewards to change 
problematic behaviors? 
3. Are you aware of the effects of trauma on the behavior of students in your 
classroom? If so, please elaborate (Do not include any information that would 
reveal the identity of the student) 
4. Can you discuss ways that you consider students’ experiences with trauma as you 
design strategies to engage students in learning? (Do not include any information 
that would reveal the identity of the student) 




6. Are you able to identify aspects of the school environment that may trigger 
trauma reactions in students? Provide examples 
7. How comfortable are you with handling difficult behavior related to traumatic 
reactions in students? 
8. Provide your knowledge on how trauma effects the brain if you are aware of this 
topic. 
9. Please discuss your knowledge pertaining to your own verbal expressions (tone, 
language, sarcasm), non-verbal expressions, and body language pertaining to a 
child that has encountered trauma. Can you discuss any experiences? (Do not 
include any information that would reveal the identity of a student) 
10. Do you use any of the following teaching strategies with students who act out or 
shutting down? 
Frequent breaks 
Deliberately use wait time after giving directions 
Have sensory outlets available in the classroom 
Use repetition and compromises in your interactions with students  
Use structured, interactive, and interpersonal games in the classroom setting 
Provide students access to a safety zone when needed 
Adjust lesson in ways to accommodate 
Physically rearrange the classroom as a method to address student behaviors 
 
 
